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LIKENESS

L AV ATER, whose gifts as a physiognomist none will
deny, wrote of Erasmus: "He has one of the most
expressive countenances, one of the most decisive faces,
I have ever seen." The great portrait painters of the day
reacted to this "decisive" physiognomy, this "expressive"
face, by drawing it over and over again. They valued it
as a new type. Hans Holbein has left six portraits of the
preceptor mundi at various ages; Albrecht Diirer, two;
Quentin Matsys, one. No other German has so extensive
an iconography as Erasmus. For it was considered an
honour to be allowed to portray this lumen mundi, this
"universal man,53 who had been able to unite into one
brotherhood, to rally around the standard of humanistic
culture, all the guilds of handicraftsmen practising the
various arts. The painters paid homage to Erasmus as
their protector, as the champion of the new ethical shap-
ing of their existence, as the new inspirer of their muse;
and they presented him on their canvases with all the
insignia of this intellectual puissance. Just as the warrior
is presented to us in helmet and armour, the noble with
his escutcheon and motto, the bishop with his ring and
crozier, so is Erasmus presented to us with the weapon
he himself discovered: he is the man with the book. He
is portrayed amidst an army of books, writing books,
creating books. Diirer shows him with an inkhorn in his
left hand and a pen in his right, folios and letters around
him. Holbein at one time paints him with his hand
resting on a book, and, symbolically, names the picture
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